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THE ATOMIC THEORY FROM THE CHEMICAL 
STANDPOINT.* 

The Atomic Theory is the most funda- 
mental hypothesis of the chemistry of to-day 
and plays a greater part in this than in any 
other science, and to give an account of all 
the classes of chemical phenomena which it 
is sought to explain by its aid would require 
far more time than I have at my disposal. 
I shall limit myself to giving as briefly as 
possible the main facts which have led 
chemists to adopt it and to stating which of 
the various properties which have been as- 
cribed to the atoms are, and which are not, 
essential to its use in chemistry, and what 
properties may be attributed to them, solely 
on the basis of chemical experiments. 

The question whether any given portion 
of matter is continuous, absolutely the same 
throughout, even if infinitely divided, or 
whether it consists of particles separated 
by comparatively empty space, is, of course 
almost as old as philosophic thought. The 
beginnings of chemistry lie still further 
back ; the first man who questioned why 
wood burns, or why grape juice turns to 
wine, was an incipient chemist. 

About the middle of the seventeenth cen- 
tury, Robert Boyle, who originated our pres- 
ent conception of element and compound, 
applied the atomic theory to chemistry, in- 

* Bead before a joint meeting of the Chemical and 
Philosophical Societies of Washington, November 25, 
1899. 



